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Conceptualising and teaching discursive and performative 
reflection in higher education 
Mary Ryan, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia 
Introduction 
The importance of reflection in higher education, and across disciplinary fields 
is widely recognised. It is generally embedded in university graduate attributes, 
professional standards and course objectives. Furthermore, reflection is commonly 
included in assessment requirements in higher education subjects, often without 
necessary scaffolding or clear expectations for students. Given that professional or 
academic reflection is not intuitive, and requires specific pedagogic intervention to do 
well (Ryan 2010), it is essential that academic staff have substantive knowledge and 
clear expectations about the aims of the reflective activity, the most effective mode of 
representation, and appropriate teaching strategies to support students in deep, critical 
reflection. Reflection is most commonly undertaken and assessed in written mode in 
higher education (see Carrington and Selva 2010; Fitzgerald 2009; McGuire 2009), 
although some researchers report on successful use of oral modes of reflection (see 
for example Janssen 2008). Moon (2004) suggests that reflection can be represented 
through various activities which use written, visual, oral, or performance modes of 
expression, however she does not provide explicit guidance for teaching or assessing 
these multiple modes of reflection. Choosing reflective tasks and discursive and/or 
performative modes of reflection with due consideration to the ways of working 
within the discipline and expressive styles of individuals, can enable higher education 
students to develop these higher order skills in ways that are appropriate for their 
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future professional field, and which showcase their communicative competence 
(Hymes 1974). 
Reflection, or reflective practice, has a long tradition and stems from 
philosophy, particularly the work of Dewey (1933) on reflective thinking for personal 
and intellectual growth. Dewey’s approach is considered to be psychological, and is 
concerned with the nature of reflection and how it occurs. A more critical and 
transformative approach to reflection, which is rooted in critical social theory, is 
evident in the work of Friere (1972), Habermas (1974) and others who have followed 
their lead (see for example Hatton and Smith 1995; Mezirow 1990). Schon’s (1983) 
work on the ‘reflective practitioner’ has also influenced many scholars interested in 
the work of professionals and how ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’ 
can influence their professional education. Schon’s approach is steeped in practice, 
particularly in building theory from practice. His ideas about improving practice 
through reflectivity and theory-in-use have inspired much debate around the role of 
espoused theory and theory-in-use. Schon favours theory that is built from everyday 
practice, however this view has been criticized for not moving beyond the immediate 
situation and for potentially perpetuating hegemonic or normalising forms of practice 
rather than enacting change at a broader level (Gur-Ze’ev 2001). Such diverse 
theoretical underpinnings mean that reflection is multi-faceted and can be interpreted 
(and represented) in various ways (Fund, Court, and Kramarski 2002; Moon 1999). 
First, this paper will discuss definitions and various approaches to reflection, 
then it argues the case for reflection to be represented in different modes, using 
discursive (language) or performative (symbolic practice) forms of expression 
according to disciplinary context and individual communicative strengths. The 
philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of these different modes are explored. 
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Finally, the paper posits key discursive and/or expressive elements and textual 
strategies that constitute different modes of representation. This functional analysis of 
textual elements, along with theory-to-practice examples, provides explicit knowledge 
for teaching and assessing multiple modes of reflection in higher education.   
Definitions and approaches to reflection 
Reflection has been variously defined from different perspectives (eg critical 
theory or professional practice) and disciplines (see Boud 1999), but at the broad 
level, the definition used here includes two key elements 1) making sense of 
experience; and importantly, 2) reimagining future experience. This definition reflects 
the belief that reflection can operate at a number of levels, and suggests that to 
achieve the second element (reimagining), one must reach the higher, more abstract 
levels of critical reflection as outlined below. I refer to this type of reflection as 
academic or professional reflection, as distinct from personal reflection, which may 
not necessarily move to the critical level, and may not have a conscious or stated 
purpose. Thus, academic or professional reflection involves learners making sense of 
their experiences in a range of ways by: understanding the context of learning and the 
particular issues that may arise; by understanding their own contribution to that 
context, including past experiences, values/philosophies and knowledge; by drawing 
on other evidence or explanation from the literature or relevant theories to explain 
why these experiences have played out or what could be different; and by using all of 
this knowledge to re-imagine and ultimately improve future experience. This 
definition has been derived from the literature outlined below.    
Most researchers and commentators agree that there are different types or 
hierarchical levels of reflection. Grossman (2008) suggests that there are at least four 
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different levels of reflection along a depth continuum. These range from descriptive 
accounts, to different levels of mental processing, to transformative or intensive 
reflection. He argues that students can be scaffolded at each level to produce more 
productive reflections. Similarly, Bain, Ballantyne, Mills and Lester (2002) suggest 
different levels of reflection with their 5Rs framework of Reporting, Responding, 
Relating, Reasoning and Reconstructing. Their levels increase in complexity and 
move from description of, and personal response to, an issue or situation; to the use of 
theory and experience to explain, interrogate, and ultimately transform practice. They 
suggest that the content or level of reflection should be determined by the problems 
and dilemmas of the practitioner. Hatton and Smith (1995) also posit a depth model, 
which moves from description to dialogic (stepping back to evaluate) and finally to 
critical reflection. Critical reflection can lead to a change in deep-seated (often 
unconscious) beliefs and lead to new perspectives (Kember et al. 2008). It is 
associated with uncertainties, discrepancies and dissatisfactions, but ultimately 
enables the learner to have control over their own practice (Boud 1999). 
Academic or professional reflection, as opposed to personal reflection, 
generally involves a conscious and stated purpose (Moon 2006), and needs to show 
evidence of learning and a growing professional knowledge. This type of purposeful 
reflection, which is generally the aim in higher education courses, and is the focus of 
this paper, must ultimately reach the critical level for deep, active learning to occur. 
Such reflection is underpinned by a transformative approach to learning that sees the 
pedagogical process as one of knowledge transformation rather than knowledge 
transmission (Kalantzis and Cope 2008; Leonardo 2004). The learner is an active 
participant in improving learning and professional practice. Critical social theory 
underpins this transformative approach to reflection. Critical social theory is 
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concerned with emancipation, however it also engages in a language of 
transcendence, whereby critique serves to cultivate students’ abilities to question, 
deconstruct and reconstruct their own practices and imagine an alternative reality 
(Giroux 1988; Kincheloe 2003). When students are provided with opportunities to 
examine and reflect upon their beliefs, philosophies and practices, they are more 
likely to see themselves as active change agents and lifelong learners within their 
professions (Mezirow 2006). 
This approach to learning and reflection posits the task of education as one of 
supporting a learning process that is both cognitive and social (Kalantzis and Cope 
2008). That is, learning involves both the cognitive process of incorporating new 
knowledge into existing schemas, but it also involves the cultural conditions and 
opportunities for learning in the social context. Bradbury, Frost, Kilminster and Zukas 
(2010) also argue, in the introduction to their edited collection, the importance of 
recognising the social context and power relations in any learning space. The way that 
one learns or comes to know is at the core of education, and meaningful learning 
involves reflection (Moon 2004). Transformative learning (and reflective learning), as 
suggested by Kalantzis and Cope (2008), is a socio-cognitive process, which involves 
interrelated ways of knowing, each of which can be developed by teachers. They 
suggest that we learn by experiencing new ideas, contexts or behaviours and making 
sense of them according to what we already know or have experienced; that we 
identify and theorise about these phenomena as we place them into our existing 
schemas; that we analyse these new concepts in terms of their underlying features and 
how they sit within the broader social, cultural and historical context; and that we are 
able to apply this new knowledge in culturally recognisable or creative new ways in 
different contexts. The teacher has a pivotal role in developing learning that includes 
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reflective analysis and application of new knowledge in ways that are appropriate for 
the disciplinary context, and which allow learners to demonstrate their communicative 
competence across modes. 
Modes of reflection: Philosophies and practices 
Deep and substantive knowledge of discipline areas can be demonstrated 
through critical academic or professional reflection in higher education. Freebody, 
Maton and Martin (2008) argue that the ways of working within disciplines will vary 
according to key topics, social and cultural functions, and the ways in which 
knowledge is generated and represented. These values and philosophies about how 
knowledge is generated, its purposes and cultural functions, also determine the kinds 
of ‘texts’ that are consumed and produced. Moje (2008) argues that students should 
learn how to enact particular identities in different disciplines. She suggests that 
teachers need to provide opportunities for students to develop meta-discursive skills, 
whereby they not only engage in the different discourse communities of the different 
disciplines, but they also know how and why they are engaging and what those 
engagements mean for them and others in terms of social positioning and power 
relations. This is particularly pertinent in higher education, where students specialize 
in particular disciplines, and must demonstrate deep and substantive knowledge 
within their chosen field(s). 
Demonstration of disciplinary knowledge and skills does not necessarily need 
to be discursively formed using the symbols of language. Other symbols or semiotic 
systems can be used in performative expressions of reflective practice. In her theory 
of art, Susanne Langer (1953) holds that some knowledge cannot be rendered 
discursively, and as such, must be expressed in non-discursive forms. She suggests 
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that the making of the ‘semblance’ or the articulate manipulation of particular 
materials in specific ways constitutes expression. The semblance is not solely 
concerned with aesthetics, but about logical expression of dynamic patterns of 
feelings and ideas. Langer draws from Dewey’s (1934) philosophical ideas about the 
importance of form in carrying the experience. Thus, the choice of expressive form is 
as important as the content being conveyed. Indeed, the choice of form adds an 
additional layer of meaning to the strategic communicative act. More recently, Kress 
and van Leeuwen (2006) argue that forms of communication that are based solely on 
written language are untenable in this new knowledge society. Cope and Kalantzis 
(2000) posit multiple modes of representation as ‘multiliteracies’ describing these 
modes of meaning-making as creating a different way of learning or coming to know 
‘in which language and other modes of meaning are dynamic representational 
resources, constantly being remade by their users as they work to achieve their 
various cultural purposes’ (p. 5). Haseman (2006) asserts that ‘situations of practice’ 
(p.3) can stimulate alternative representations of knowledge and understanding in 
non-discursive or performative forms of expression. These expressions, he explains, 
‘include material forms of practice, of still and moving images, of music and sound, 
of live action and digital code’ (p.6). Haseman elucidates the performative expression 
as one that conceptualizes aspects of reality and communicates ideas to others, with 
the aim of improving practice. Steinberg and Kincheloe (1999) suggest that 
performative expression is a means for personal transformation through acute 
awareness of and reflection on one’s own beliefs, knowledges and values through the 
process of creating artistic work. The creative process opens up new ways of thinking 
about self and enhances inner sensory perception so that one is more attuned to the 
details of life and experience and more acutely aware ‘self’ in relation to others and to 
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the world. Depending on the disciplinary context, particular modes or forms of 
expression will be privileged. Providing higher education students with opportunities 
to demonstrate their knowledge via these discursive and/or performative modes will 
enable them to engage in the discourse community of their disciplinary field(s).  
Within the discursive or performative modes, different forms can be used to 
express knowledge and understanding. Discursive modes of reflection can be written 
or oral; they can be conveyed through different media, including paper-based, digital, 
or live oration. Performative modes of reflection can be constituted through still or 
moving visual forms, through embodied performances in dance, movement or 
dramatic form, and can be enhanced with music, sound, lighting and props. Reflection 
can, and often does, combine elements of different modes and forms to convey 
complex ideas and reflective acts. Students can be given opportunities to showcase 
their strengths in either or both discursive and/or performative modes of 
communication where appropriate within the disciplinary field (Dannels 2009), 
however these modes are not intuitive and communicative competence across modes 
needs to be scaffolded explicitly for students to understand and demonstrate the 
modal parameters of assessment tasks. Students’ communicative skills in reflection 
may be developed across a program: for example, early in the program, dialogic oral 
forms can be used, such as group discussions, manipulation of materials in response 
to a stimulus, simple roleplays or simulated interviews. These informal modes can 
hone reflective skills in a supportive environment, and can lead to more sophisticated 
oral expositions, visual representations of transformed practice or written reflective 
essays. The following section offers more specific conceptualizations and applications 
to practice of discursive and performative modes of reflection, including written, oral, 
visual, embodied and multimodal forms.   
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Discursive: Written reflection 
Genre-based approaches to text, which consider both the social purpose and 
the structures and linguistic resources used to achieve this purpose (Halliday 1978), 
are useful for teaching academic forms of writing. Bruce (2008) provides an outline 
of various ways that genre-based approaches to writing have been defined and used, 
including different definitions of genres, text types, text genres, cognitive genres and 
so on. He argues that ‘social genres’ refer to socially recognisable structures, which 
include texts in terms of their overall social purpose, for example, academic articles, 
personal letters and film reviews. Academic reflection is one such social genre. 
The social purpose of academic reflection is to transform practice in some 
way, whether it is the practice of learning or the practice of the discipline or the 
profession. To achieve this purpose, written academic reflection hybridises a number 
of text types, and more specifically, the text types of recount, description, explanation 
and discussion. Table 1 (from Ryan, 2010) below outlines the features of each of 
these text types as they pertain to academic reflection. 
Insert Table 1 Text types in an academic reflection 
Social genres achieve their purpose through a recognizable or 
conventionalized structure, through text types and through linguistic realisations of 
these forms of writing. Academic reflection uses specific kinds of linguistic resources 
to achieve its high rhetorical demands and complex purposes. For example, it uses 
first person voice (I) with thinking and sensing processes (verbs/verbal groups), as 
does any form of reflection, yet it also requires the use of nominalisation (verb turned 
into noun) and technical participants (nouns/noun groups) of the discipline to allow 
dense and abstract concepts to be efficiently stated and compared. It also demands the 
use of evidentiary adjectival (descriptive attributes) and causal adverbial 
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(circumstantial) groups to show reasoning and explanation (Coffin 2006). The model 
of written reflection that I have developed encapsulates the scales of reflection 
evident in the literature (see Bain et al, 2002 and others), but which takes this a step 
further to conceptualise the linguistic conventions which can achieve these scales. 
The model is applicable to any discipline as it accounts for linguistic choices that 
signify the subject matter and context.  Table 2 (Ryan, 2010) outlines this model of a 
conventional structure and the linguistic resources of academic reflection. Of course, 
the medium of the written reflection will change aspects of this structure. For 
example, an online blog will not necessarily follow such a formal structure through 
paragraphing and precise language use, however its purpose as a formative or 
summative reflective assessment item necessitates demonstration of the different 
levels of reflection. The language use must also be cognizant of the disciplinary 
language and linguistic strategies for discussing or explaining a point, albeit using less 
formal language to illustrate examples. 
The structure outlined in Table 2 has many elements that can apply to many 
forms of academic writing, with the exception of the experiential element. The 
experiential element is realised through the use of sensing and thinking verbs, the use 
of first person and the projection of one’s own future practice, along with the use of 
first-hand examples to explain particular points. Unless the experiential element is 
present, the writing may be academic, but it is not reflective.  
Insert Table2 Academic/Professional Reflective Writing: Structure and linguistic resources 
here 
Theory to practice:  
A way in which this approach can be enacted as a teaching strategy is 
proposed below, whereby students can be guided through the process with explicit 
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questions. The model is used as a reference to identify key linguistic features, first in 
exemplar texts, and ultimately in students’ own written texts. Identification of the 
purpose and context of an exemplary reflective text is a necessary starting point in a 
social semiotic approach. Key questions are used to highlight the textual structure, for 
example: 
1. What does the first paragraph do? (Identifies an issue and why it’s 
important; may use theory to explain relevance; outlines key themes 
that this piece of writing will address – reporting and responding) 
2. What do subsequent paragraphs do? (Each paragraph introduces a 
new theme and provides evidence from practice or current 
literature/theory to explain this theme; introduces multiple 
perspectives; considers the ethics involved – relating and reasoning) 
3. What does the final paragraph do? (Re-states the issue; re-iterates key 
points; suggests new possibilities for the future; may explore change 
that could benefit others - reconstructing) 
 
 Probing questions can be used to identify how the language in the text 
achieves the purpose, for example: 
1. How does the writer indicate that they are reporting on, and responding 
to, something that they were involved in or observed? (use of personal 
pronoun ‘I’; use of thinking and sensing verbs) 
2. How does the writer indicate how the incident played out? (use of 
temporal language eg first, then, afterwards) 
Ryan, M. (in press). Conceptualising and teaching discursive and performative 
reflection in higher education. Studies in Continuing Education. 
  12
3. How does the writer show their knowledge of the discipline/subject 
matter? (use of technical or subject specific nouns and noun groups – 
naming words) 
4. How does the writer relate this incident to other similar incidents or 
personal experience? (use of comparison/contrast language; draws on 
practical egs) 
5. How does the writer reason and explain why it happened the way it 
did? (use of causal language; adverbs and adverbial groups to explain 
when, where or how things happened; references to literature and 
practice as evidence) 
6. How does the writer make judgements about things they observed? 
(use of particular kinds of adjectives or describing words to describe 
the people or the task or the setting) 
7. How does the writer use succinct language to get their ideas across? 
(use of nominalisation – turn verb into noun to say more with less 
words) 
8. How does the writer show that they are thinking to the future and how 
they will reconstruct and apply their new knowledge? (use of future 
tense; adverbial groups to describe conditions under which something 
could be done)  
 
The textual features can be annotated on the exemplar (highlight, draw arrows etc) to 
show students where they appear in the text. Students can apply their knowledge by 
identifying the structure and language features in another exemplar or a peer’s work – 
always relating back to the purpose, subject matter and audience of the reflection. The 
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crucial step is to go to the students’ own reflective pieces and ask them to annotate 
their work according to the model, and to determine what they can improve. Self-
assessment and reflection on the linguistic intricacies of one’s writing is an effective 
way to improve writing knowledge and skills (Christie & Dreyfus 2007).  
 
Discursive: Oral reflection as dialogic fractal 
Oral genres, similar to written genres, are dependent upon the specific 
purpose, context, audience and medium of the speech form. The thematic content, 
style and structure develop and change according to these parameters, and even 
though speech is ephemeral and often unpredictable in its embodied nature (Dannels 
2009), all utterances tend to have relatively stable, typical or culturally recognisable 
forms of construction in particular situations (Bakhtin 1994). The expression of oral 
speech, according to Bakhtin (1981, 1994), is not only determined by the content of 
the speech, but is always in response to others’ utterances, or predicted utterances on 
the same or related content. In this way, oral genres are always in some way dialogic 
(with past and future utterances), even when they are presented in monologic form 
with no immediate response. Audience (both immediate and delayed) is thus an active 
participant in the ways in which the oral genre moves along, diverts, is intoned, and 
makes intertextual references and so on. 
Oral reflection (See Figure 1) shares a number of structural and linguistic 
elements with written reflection, and in oral form, can still demonstrate levels of 
reflection (Bain 2002). Key disciplinary language should be used appropriately to 
demonstrate understanding, and causal evidence should be introduced as the speaker 
reasons and reconstructs. A crucial element in effective oral reflection however, is the 
establishment of an interpersonal relationship with the audience at the outset (Dannels 
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2009). This relationship can be established by sharing an emotive or humorous 
response to the topic, referring to an event or text that will most likely be familiar to 
the audience, providing contextual information, using the pronoun ‘you’ to include 
the audience, and using voice intonation to invite the audience to share and respond to 
the utterance. The oral reflection is expressed ‘in degrees’, with  ‘toned down’ 
language used to test ideas and show uncertainty, before gathering momentum to 
make a point. Narrative accounts and questions about the professional space can be 
used to illustrate key reflective points, and less formal language is used, with pausing 
used for emphasis, to re-gather thoughts or to indicate turn-taking in an exchange.  
Repetition can be used to emphasise a point, and a slower pace can be utilised to 
indicate complex ideas and thought processes, and to ensure the audience is on-task. 
Oral reflection must be cohesive, and should ultimately demonstrate the performative 
reconstruction of practice, but it proceeds more like a dialogic fractal than a highly 
rhetoric structure. In other words, it has a somewhat informal and irregular form, yet 
with self-similar aspects that build up to create a holistic text that invites the audience 
in and at the same time cohesively demonstrates learning in the discipline. 
Insert Figure 1 Oral Academic/Professional Reflection: Structural and textual resources here 
Theory to practice: 
 Oral reflection provides a great opportunity to facilitate collaborative peer 
learning. Informal strategies can be used to ‘test out’ use of body language, intonation 
and rapport with audience. Students can conceptualise and clarify their overarching 
theme or issue, along with key points as a concept map or diagram or even a series of 
pictures as prompts. This mapping can include annotations about how they’d like each 
element to be perceived by the audience, for example, do they want empathy, humour, 
disbelief, understanding and so on. They can brainstorm with peers about how facial 
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expressions, tone of voice, repetition, pausing etc could be used to achieve the effect 
they’d like. Roleplay or even vidcam (available on most mobile phones) can be used 
to trial such effects, with peer feedback and self-reflection using the oral reflection 
structure. Technology can facilitate online peer feedback for remote students if they 
are provided with formative opportunities to upload a ‘practice’ version. 
Performative: Visual reflection 
Visual images increasingly shape new knowledge in our visually saturated 
society (Stafford 2007).  Images can be both expressive and interpretive and seek not 
to portray pre-determined sets of knowledge, but rather to invite multiple responses to 
dilemmas within (Barone and Eisner 1997; Grushka and Donnelly 2010). Visual 
modes of reflection (see Table 3) convey the reflective issue using visual cues to 
connect ideas and show the reflexivity of the designer (Scott-Hoy 2003). It should be 
evident that the designer has manipulated images to comment upon social, cultural 
and historical contexts of the professional field, using techniques such as multi-
layering, metaphor, symbolism, metonymy, focal points and intertextual references. 
The making of the semblance is both purposeful and expressive (Langer 1953). 
Semiotic systems are used to portray action, interaction and/or reaction (Kress and 
van Leeuwen 2006) as the reflective designer disrupts norms and demonstrates new 
ways of seeing self in relation to values and conduct within the professional field. The 
visual reflection is unique in that it is not constituted through a temporal structure, and 
must cohere as a whole using salience, contrast and vectoral links to portray 
innovative and multi-dimensional reconstructed propositions.  
Insert Table 3 Visual Academic/Professional Reflection: Performative elements and 
textual strategies here 
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Theory to practice: 
 Visual reflection can be demonstrated through a variety of media and modes, 
such as painting, drawing, photography, photo montage, digital image montage or 
manipulation, sculpture, collage, moving image and so on. Learners can be given 
opportunities to engage with rich, meaningful and significant knowledge of the social, 
cultural and technological context of learning that provides visions of what is valued, 
histories, debates and conversations. This immersion in the specific field of learning 
through discussions, readings and other artefacts is the basis upon which self can be 
understood in relation to the field. A visual work that students might create represents 
their ideas or knowledge or beliefs in some way; however it is the meta-awareness of 
the process of creating that provides the rich and fertile ground for transforming ways 
of knowing and being in that world. Johnson (2002) used the strategy of visual 
narratives through comic strips for pre-service teachers to imagine and draw 
themselves in the professional context, illustrating the relationships they had with 
teachers in the field through size and proximity. They showed how they dealt with 
key issues and concerns using visual metaphor, specific choice of media (eg charcoal, 
fine pen and ink, opaque colour of gouache) and body language in their drawings.   
Performative: Embodied reflection as helix 
Movement embodies cultural and social meanings, along with somatic identity 
(experience of one’s physicality) (Sklar 1994; Albright 1997). The body as a site of 
knowledge can enact a system of meaningful movements to communicate ideas about 
the world, yet it can also be a locus of discovery and self-reflection (Cancienne and 
Snowber 2003). Embodied reflection (see Figure 2) involves temporal and 
rhythmic/gestural elements in creation of the semblance of meaning, which elaborates 
the medium in its potential to express any content or idea (Aldrich 1963). Forms of 
Ryan, M. (in press). Conceptualising and teaching discursive and performative 
reflection in higher education. Studies in Continuing Education. 
  17
embodied reflection may include dance, expressive or calculated movement, mime or 
acting. The temporal element of embodied reflection can be likened to a helix, 
whereupon each successive movement builds on what came before. The helix 
metaphor highlights the reflexive nature of movement as discovery and reflection. 
The performer relates to self and professional practice through appearance and 
manipulated cultural and social movements, and can utilise contagious movement to 
relate to the audience (Cancienne and Snowber 2003). Symbolism and metaphor can 
indicate reasoning and may invite multiple responses from the audience. Props can be 
used as boundaries for movement to signify constraint in the professional context. 
Space can be utilised as a symbol of freedom or breaking away from hegemonic 
norms to express reconstructive ideas about self in relation to the professional field. 
Voice, breathing, and facial expression convey emotion, and the gaze can summon the 
audience in, or invite scrutiny. Social, cultural, political and historical meanings are 
conveyed through bodily movements, which ultimately demonstrate new 
understandings and innovative (re)creations. 
Insert Figure 2 Embodied Academic/Professional Reflection: Performative elements and 
textual strategies here 
 
Theory to practice: 
 Embodied reflection can range from informal roleplays or performances, to 
formal scripted, choreographed and costumed performances, depending on the 
context. Students can become more aware of their embodied portrayals through 
Bolton’s (2000) notion of ‘self-spectatorship’ (p.24), which can be developed by 
taking a slice of action or experience and placing it in a special space in the mind – 
almost a freeze-frame of a particular scene or moment. Bolton argues that when one 
makes anything (including movement), they are not only the creator, but also the 
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audience, and that attention to self-spectatorship can create skills in ‘noticing’. Collier 
(2010) used this strategy of visualising to re-imagine professional practice in an adult 
education course. She suggests a three-step process, (which I have embellished with 
my thoughts included in parentheses): 1) visualise a recent experience (or element of 
performance) and describe it to a partner in detail; 2) write a case study (or create a 
storyboard; or photo montage of individual movements; or musical improvisation to 
reflect emotions; in order to analyse the elements of the experience that seemed 
important, and why); and 3) share the case studies (or other responses) with peers for 
discussion and strategic questioning. The framework for embodied reflection could be 
used in the latter two stages to aid in the analytic reflective process. 
Multimodal 
Many forms of reflection incorporate more than one mode of meaning. Often 
discursive and the performative modes are intertwined, each expressing elements 
most appropriate to that mode. Depending upon the disciplinary context and the 
content of the reflection, multiple modes may be utilised effectively to convey deep 
learning and transformed ideas. In many cases, teachers in higher education choose 
the mode(s) according to disciplinary ways of working (Dannels 2009), or to engage 
students in innovative practices (Moon 2004), or even as a way to change their 
assessment parameters (Reidsema 2009). Students can also be given choice in relation 
to mode. Choosing the most appropriate mode for the purpose, subject matter and 
context is a strategic communicative skill that is not always taught or assessed in 
higher education. As Dewey (1934) suggests, the form should carry the experience. It 
is the choice or combination of these discursive and performative modes in 
appropriate ways, to communicate the key message and subject matter of the 
reflection, which signifies that a student has the expressive resources to work within 
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the discipline. In multimodal reflections, the discursive and/or performative elements 
of each mode are important, but a key focus is on the new meanings that are created 
through the relationships between the modes. What does each mode add to the 
meaning? How do the modes complement each other or portray contrasting messages 
to indicate the complexity of the issue through multiple meanings? Could a different 
mode carry the message more effectively?  How has the use of multiple modes of 
representation sparked creative or innovative ideas?   
  
Conclusion 
Reflection as a form of assessment has become increasingly popular in 
university courses (Grossman 2008), particularly as a way for students to relate 
disciplinary ways of working and knowing (Freebody and Muspratt 2007) to their 
own values, ethics and practices. Students are often penalised in assessment for an 
inability to express their knowledge and understanding in discipline-appropriate ways, 
yet teaching time is not necessarily allocated to the development of this crucial 
element of assessment. Generalised library programs cannot always offer the 
specificity needed to attend to these disciplinary demands. 
It is often assumed that students will have the expressive resources they need 
to convey meaning in different forms. For example, how often are oral presentations 
set as assessment items in higher education classes, with no teaching focusing on the 
key skills for effective oral communication in the discipline?  Students can be given 
formative opportunities to analyse examples of the expressive form to identify which 
elements make them successful or unsuccessful in achieving their purpose in 
appropriate ways for the audience and context. Teachers in higher education can 
provide analysis and commentary on why particular elements are effective or not. The 
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models I have conceptualised for discursive and performative modes of reflection can 
be used as a basis for analysis, and salient elements can be used as teaching foci, and 
in assessment criteria.  
If students are to enact particular identities within the discipline, they should 
be provided with opportunities and pedagogic scaffolding to represent their reflective 
learning in different modes. Understanding the discursive or performative elements of 
each mode, along with the textual resources that can be used to achieve these 
elements, can make assessment more explicit for both teachers and students in higher 
education. Despite the large classes and time constraints of contemporary university 
courses, real improvement in reflective expression can only be achieved if some 
priority is given to the development of these skills in university classes. Building solid 
foundations early in the program, and building on these skills over time, is a way to 
immerse students in disciplinary-specific ways of working.   
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